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PROGRAM BRINGS AMERICAN INDIANS INTO HEALTH CAREERS
MISSOULA—
Twenty-one American Indian and other minority students are spending their summer
preparing for health careers in an intensive six-week program at The University of Montana.
The students are participating in U M ’s Health Careers Opportunity Program, based at
the School of Pharmacy and Allied Health Sciences. The program’s curriculum is focused on
Montana Indians, although students from all recognized minorities are encouraged to apply.
This summer’s program, now in its sixth year, began last month and continues through
July 31.
By combining rigorous academics with culturally relevant activities and a holistic
approach to meeting students’ individual needs, HCOP aims to increase the number of Indian
pharmacists and physical therapists working in Montana. Out of approximately 400 physical
therapists practicing in the state, only two are Indian. There are eight Indians among
Montana’s 500 pharmacists.
“We have always been pharmacists,” said Reno LoParco, project coordinator.
LoParco, who is Crow and Turtle Mountain Chippewa, was raised on Montana’s Northern
Cheyenne Reservation.
“But since modern technology and Western values have dominated medicinal care,
Indian people have been very slow at entering the field on those term s.”
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After being split into two instructional levels, HCOP students spend six to eight hours
each day studying tough subjects like chemistry, mathematics and physics. The goal of the first
level, LoParco said, is to prepare high school seniors and college freshmen for classes they’ll
take in a pre-professional health program.
“What w e’re trying to do here is create students who will be at the top of their class,”
she said. “W e’re not willing to settle even for the middle of the class, because that’s what it
takes to get into professional programs.”
Level two students participate in a career-tailored curriculum designed for pharmacy
and physical therapy students.
Academic subjects are studied within the context of six weekly themes: mental health,
youth tobacco use, physical fitness and injuries, heart disease and hypertension, diabetes and
nutrition, and alcohol and substance abuse. Where possible, the curriculum is explored from a
culturally relevant standpoint; for example, by using the traditional hoop and pole game to
teach physics.
LoParco refers to HCOP as an “academic boot camp,” but adds that “We play just as
hard as we study.” Out of the classroom, students from both levels join together for activities
like sweat lodge ceremonies and a horseback ethnobotany field trip. Also on the schedule are
community service projects, research observation and job shadowing.
Another goal of the program is to ease participants into life on a university campus.
Regular advising sessions and group meetings teach the students how to navigate financial aid,
re-create support systems and cope with the demands of higher education. A faculty-student
ratio of eight professionals to each student ensures individual attention.
“We want the students to know all the rules to the game —the protocols, policies and
regulations,” LoParco said.
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To cover their expenses, students receive a stipend of $1,680, as well as reimbursement
for round-trip travel costs. UM ’s HCOP program, one of more than 200 across the country, is
funded through a grant from the Department of Health and Human Services, Division of
Disadvantaged Assistance.
Applicants must have completed their junior year in high school and should have a
grade-point average of at least 2.5. Participants are selected based on a combination of essays,
letters of recommendation, academic performance and personal history. Applications for next
year’s program must be postmarked by March 1, 2000.
This year’s HCOP participants range in age from 17 to 45, and come from five states
including Montana. While most are American Indian, two are Asian, one is African-American
and one is Hispanic.
Students are not required to attend UM after completing HCOP, but regardless of what
school they choose, they retain a connection to the program’s staff and faculty.
“We ‘adopt’ the students when they come into HCOP, and our commitment is not over
until they graduate,” LoParco said. “We track their progress and stay in touch by e-mail and
with a newsletter.”
For an application packet, contact Reno LoParco, UM Health Careers Opportunity
Program, School of Pharmacy and Allied Health Sciences, Missoula, MT 59812; phone (406)
243-4095 or e-mail charette@selway.umt.edu.
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